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Abstract 

This paper examines the god-emperor archetype in science fiction through two prominent incarnations: Leto 

II from Herbert’s God Emperor of Dune (1981) and the Emperor of Mankind from the narrative universe of 

Warhammer 40,000, a miniature wargame produced by Games Workshop. These figures represent reimagined 

versions of Frazer’s sacred king concept (1915), transformed into posthuman/transhuman rulers. Both preside 

over totalitarian regimes that relate to contemporary concerns including bureaucratization, religious extrem-

ism, and technological ambivalence. The analysis explores the socio-political structures underlying these de-

pictions and their visual representations in canonical texts. Additionally, the paper investigates how American 

Alt-Right groups have appropriated these figures by depicting Donald Trump as both the God-Emperor of 

Mankind from Warhammer 40,000 and characters from Dune, demonstrating how these science fiction arche-

types influence modern political discourse and function as cultural critiques of power centralization. 

Keywords: God-Emperor, Transhumanism, Science fiction, Political imagery, Totalitarianism. 

 

 

Introduction 

Science-fiction has historically provided fertile ground for exploring philosophical and ethical 

questions about humanity’s future, technology, and power1, offering unique perspectives on 

contemporary concerns by projecting them into speculative futures. Within this arena, 

 
1 B. Trocha, Speculative Fiction for the Future of Man and Civilization, in «Future Human Image», 12, 2019. 
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transhumanism2 and posthumanism3 stand out as particularly significant frameworks for tracing how 

technical progress could redraw human limits. Two iconic sci-fi universes – Games Workshop’s 

Warhammer 40,000 and Frank Herbert’s Dune – present distinct yet complementary explorations of 

these themes through political figures of godlike authority: the God Emperor of Mankind and Leto 

Atreides II. Through their depictions of these God Emperors, both narratives engage critically with 

the political, spiritual, and technological implications of transcending humanity. 

The selection of these case studies is justified by their considerable influence on the contemporary 

science fiction genre: Frank Herbert’s seminal series, Dune4, inspired among others David Lynch’s 

film5 and Denis Villeneuve’s two-part blockbuster6 and has long been a subject of academic interest 

on its ecological, political, and philosophical themes7. Conversely, Warhammer 40k, created by Rick 

Priestley in 19878, has grown from tabletop game to multimedia empire. Now in its tenth edition9, it 

is the world’s best-selling miniature wargame, with hundreds of novels and ancillary products 

extending the franchise. Despite Warhammer 40k’s cultural and commercial prominence, evidenced 

by Games Workshop’s record £494,7 million revenue in 202310 and an upcoming big-budget Amazon 

Prime series announced in 2022 with Henry Cavill attached11, rigorous scholarship on the subject is 

scarce. The disparity in scholarly attention between these two influential universes presents an 

 
2 S. L. Sorgner, On Transhumanism, Pennsylvania State University Press, University Park 2020. 
3 R. Braidotti, The Posthuman, Polity Press, Cambridge 2013. 
4 F. Herbert, Dune Chronicles (6 vols. series), Chilton Books / Putnam / Berkley Books, Philadelphia–New York 1965-
1985. 
5 D. Lynch (dir.), Dune, Universal Pictures, USA 1984. 
6 D. Villeneuve (dir.), Dune, Warner Bros. Pictures / Legendary Pictures, USA 2021; Dune: Part Two, Warner Bros. Pic-
tures / Legendary Pictures, USA 2024. 
7 K. S. Decker, Dune and Philosophy, Wiley Blackwell, Hoboken 2023; K. Kennedy, Women’s Agency in the Dune Uni-
verse, Tracing Women’s Liberation through Science Fiction, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 2021; K. Kennedy, Frank Her-
bert’s "Dune", A Critical Companion, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 2022; J. Nicholas (ed.), Dune and Philosophy - Weird-
ing Way of the Mentat, Open Court, Chicago 2011. 
8 R. Priestley, Warhammer 40,000: Rogue Trader, Games Workshop, Nottingham 1987. 
9 Games Workshop (ed.), Warhammer 40,000, 10th ed., Games Workshop, Nottingham 2023. 
10 J. Newman, Games Workshop shares rise 9% after staff awarded £18m in bonuses, in «The Times», 19 giugno 
2024, https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/games-workshop-share-price-news-rise-
ksb9rlnff (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 
11 J. Salke, Amazon agrees deal with Games Workshop to create Warhammer TV series, in «The Guardian», December 
16, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/dec/16/amazon-agrees-deal-with-games-workshop-to-create-
warhammer-tv-series-henry-cavill (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/dec/16/amazon-agrees-deal-with-games-workshop-to-create-warhammer-tv-series-henry-cavill
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/dec/16/amazon-agrees-deal-with-games-workshop-to-create-warhammer-tv-series-henry-cavill
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opportunity for comparative analysis, particularly through the lens of their respective God Emperor 

figures. Both universes reimagine the ancient archetype of sacred kingship – the ruler who embodies 

both political and divine authority – through the framework of advanced technology and posthuman 

evolution. However, they do so in contrasting ways that reveal different philosophical stances on 

power, technology, and the future of humanity. 

The core argument of this paper is that Warhammer 40k and Dune present unique yet complementary 

explorations of transhumanism and posthumanism through their depictions of godlike emperors who 

have transcended the human condition, albeit at a great cost. These characters are more than just 

leaders or autocrats; they are embodiments of different philosophical stances on the human 

experience, technology’s role in shaping society, and the nature of ultimate authority, and through 

this comparative framework, we can better understand how science fiction serves as a vehicle for 

critiquing contemporary power structures and technological trends, offering valuable perspectives on 

the ethical dilemmas facing modern society. 

The God Emperor motif is rooted in the long history and myth of sacred kingship12 that threads 

through many cultures. Throughout history, rulers claimed or were accorded divine status, fusing 

earthly and spiritual authority in a single person13. Egyptian pharaohs were hailed as living Horus; in 

Rome the imperial cult raised Augustus and his successors to godhood after death; the medieval 

divine right of kings carried that fusion forward in Europe, while in East Asia Chinese emperors 

reigned as sons of heaven, guarantors of cosmic balance. In contemporary science fiction, however, 

this archetype is reimagined through transhumanist and posthumanist lenses: divine attributes are 

achieved not through mythological descent or divine right, but through technological augmentation, 

psychic abilities, or radical biological changes. The results are ambiguous figures – at once 

aspirational and ominous – who expose the promise and peril of exceeding human bounds. By tracing 

how Warhammer 40k and Dune refashion this archetype we can also explore how grassroot remixes 

and adaptations of the God Emperor iconography influence contemporary political discourse. 

Accordingly, a nuanced progression of this inquiry requires a sufficiently detailed exposition of the 

foundational lore structures that govern each of these narrative universes. 

 
12 J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough. A Study in Magic and Religion, Macmillan, London 19153 (1890). 
13 E. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology, Princeton University Press, Princeton 
1997² (1957). 
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The Emperor of Mankind in Warhammer 40k 

Warhammer 40k portrays a dystopian far future, a chaotic grimdark parody of fascism14. At the center 

of the narrative sits the Emperor of Mankind, entombed upon the Golden Throne – a life-support 

device that also power the Astronomican, a psychic beacon that allows for interstellar navigation – 

surviving only through arcane machinery and the daily sacrifice of countless psykers. His lingering 

aura binds the sprawling Imperium, while superhuman Space Marines15 impose his will across the 

stars as monstrous saviors16. Before his entombment, the Emperor was already an exceptional being. 

Born in ancient Anatolia around 8,000 BCE according to Warhammer 40k lore, he lived through 

human history, guiding civilization from the shadows as a perpetual, seemingly immortal figure. The 

Emperor’s origins are shrouded in mystery, with some accounts suggesting he was created by ancient 

shamans who sacrificed themselves to create a being who could protect humanity from the predations 

of Chaos – malevolent entities that exist in the Warp, a parallel dimension of psychic energy. As 

leader of the Great Crusade17, he established the Imperium of Man across the galaxy through military 

might and technological dominance18. His mastery of psychic powers and ancient technologies 

elevated him beyond mere mortal leadership, endowing him with quasi-divine status in the eyes of 

his subjects. The Emperor’s current state stems from grievous injuries sustained during the Horus 

Heresy, a devastating civil war that nearly destroyed the Imperium, when the Emperor’s favored son, 

Horus, was corrupted by Chaos and led half of the Space Marine Legions in rebellion against their 

creator. This mythic narrative of betrayal and fall from grace draws clear parallels with religious 

 
14 U. Çakar – O. N. Alakavuklar, Dystopian Future View as a Narrative of Inherent Entropy of Organizations, in S. 
Banerjee – Ş. Ş. Erçetin (eds.), Chaos, Complexity and Leadership 2012, Springer, Cham 2014, pp. 539-543. 
15 The Space Marines – genetically enhanced super-soldiers created by the Emperor – serve as his Angels of Death, 
enforcing Imperial will across the galaxy. In the Warhammer 40k lore, these transhuman warriors embody the Emperor’s 
vision of enhanced humanity, yet their existence raises ethical questions about the use of genetic modification and indoc-
trination to create the perfect soldiers. The Space Marines represent the military arm of the Emperor’s power, carrying 
out his will through conquest and subjugation of worlds that resist Imperial rule. Their quasi-religious devotion to the 
Emperor further blurs the line between military service and religious fervor, creating a force that is as much a crusading 
order as it is an army. 
16 R. Johnson, Grimdark-ian Man: The Sublime and Grotesque in Warhammer 40,000, OSF Preprints, 2022. 
17 R. Wenskus, A sacred task, no cross required. The image of crusading in computer gaming-related non-Christian sci-
ence fiction universes, in R. Houghton (ed.), Playing the Crusades, Engaging the Crusades, Routledge, London 2021, pp. 
12-29. 
18 This portrayal is also a dark parody of imperial ambitions, evoking echoes of British colonialism (Games Workshop is 
indeed a company based in UK) taken to galactic extremes. For more information on Games Workshop see I. Livingstone 
– S. Jackson, Dice Men: The Origin Story of Games Workshop, Unbound, London 2022. 
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traditions of fallen angels and divine punishment, reinforcing the quasi-religious nature of the 

Emperor’s rule. Confined to his Golden Throne, his decayed physical form is derided by Imperium 

traitors and Chaos Space Marines as "the corpse emperor". This dependency on technology to 

maintain his existence presents a paradox: the Emperor, once the pinnacle of human potential, is now 

reduced to a symbiotic relationship with a machine, unable to exist independently yet still wielding 

vast psychic power. Despite this, his spiritual influence remains potent: the Ecclesiarchy, the 

Imperium’s state religion, venerates him as the God-Emperor of Mankind, enforcing an orthodoxy 

that equates Imperial loyalty with Emperor worship and that punishes every form of perceived heresy 

with swift death19. The only other religion tolerated in the Imperium is the 

Cult Mechanicus, whose values knowledge and the technology emerging from it above 

everything else, understanding it as a manifestation of divinity in the universe. Pure 

mechanical existence is the final stage of mankind’s evolution. The worshipped deity, 

named Machine God, or Omnissiah, is an immanent and omnipotent entity that governs 

all knowledge and technology in creation. A person’s worth is only the sum of their 

knowledge, with the physical body being understood only as an imperfect, finite 

organic machine capable of preserving intellect, hence the aim of substituting organic 

parts with more durable machinery. In this lore, the process of removing and replacing 

biological tissue with mechanical parts is considered a sacred, ritual act of devotion20. 

In a curious theological compromise, the Mechanicus officially recognizes the Emperor as an avatar 

of the Omnissiah, allowing both faiths to coexist within the Imperium’s rigid structure. The Imperium 

of Man under the Emperor’s symbolic rule is characterized by extreme bureaucracy, technological 

stagnation, and religious fanaticism – a deliberate subversion of classical utopian science fiction 

tropes. The Imperium’s extremist xenophobic stance toward alien species and mutants, and its 

 
19 This institutional structure emerged after the Emperor’s interment, directly contradicting his original vision of a secular 
human empire based on reason rather than faith. The irony of this situation – a rational, science-minded leader becoming 
the central deity of a repressive theocracy – highlights the dystopian nature of the Warhammer 40k universe and serves 
as a critique of how institutions can pervert the intentions of their founders. 
20 A. Kapcár, The aesthetics of the machine-god: transcendence, salvation, or dystopia in the image of the technological 
god-entity, in «Religio: Revue pro Religionistiku», 30/1, 2022, pp. 53. 
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relentless tension towards expansion echo historical colonialism, while its rigid hierarchy and 

suppression of dissent reflect fascist political structures. The famous tagline of Warhammer 40k «In 

the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war» encapsulates this bleak vision of humanity’s 

potential future. 

The Emperor thus serves as a cautionary figure, illustrating the tragic consequences of striving for 

godhood through technology and psychic power. His state as neither fully alive nor truly dead, neither 

entirely human nor completely divine, embodies a central tension in posthumanist thought: what 

remains of humanity when the biological, psychological, and social boundaries of the human 

condition are transcended? The Emperor’s failure to achieve a perfect synthesis of human and 

posthuman existence, resulting instead in a state of perpetual dependency and decay, suggests a 

skepticism about transhumanist aspirations, positioning the God Emperor as a monument to hubris 

rather than a blueprint for evolution. 

Leto Atreides II in God Emperor of Dune 

In contrast, Frank Herbert’s novel God Emperor of Dune21, the fourth novel in the Dune Cycle, 

explores transhumanist and posthumanist themes and the concept of divine rulership through all the 

Atreides lineage. To understand Leto II’s transformation into the God Emperor, we must first 

examine the religious and philosophical foundations of the Dune universe, particularly the O.C. Bible 

(Orange Catholic Bible), an ecumenical text that plays a crucial role in establishing the spiritual 

framework of Herbert’s world. The O.C. Bible was produced by the Commission of Ecumenical 

Translators soon after the Butlerian Jihad, a massive war against artificial intelligence, to have all 

religious practitioners meet «in the common belief that there exists a Divine Essence in the 

universe»22. This sacred book, whose supreme commandment is «Thou shalt not disfigure the soul»23 

serves as a living text for the arrival of the Messiah of Arakkis, later revealed as Paul Atreides, the 

 
21 F. Herbert, God Emperor of Dune, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York 1981. 
22 F. Herbert, Dune, Chilton Books, Philadelphia 1965, Appendix II: The Religion of Dune., p.486 
23 Ibidem. 
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one known as Muad’Dib24. Paul’s transformation into the Fremen’s Mahdi25 and the Kwisatz 

Haderach26 established a pattern of messianic leadership within the Dune universe, combining 

political authority with religious veneration and setting the stage for his son Leto II’s more radical 

evolution. As the next Emperor, Leto Atreides II chooses to self-sacrifice, transforming into a human-

sandworm hybrid and embracing a radical form of posthumanity. By merging with sandworm larvae, 

Leto initiates a biological metamorphosis that gradually transforms him over thousands of years, 

eventually leaving him with only his human face as a reminder of his original form. This 

transformation grants him extraordinary longevity and enables his millennia-long reign, characterized 

by deliberate manipulation of history and culture. Leto’s 3,500-year rule represents an unprecedented 

experiment in social engineering, where his prescient vision allows him to guide human development 

according to his design. Unlike the Emperor of Mankind in Warhammer 40k, who is sustained by 

technology and the sacrifice of others, Leto’s transformation is self-directed and involves the 

integration of another species into his being – a true posthuman hybridization rather than 

technological dependency. However, this transformation comes at a significant cost: the gradual 

erosion of his humanity and increasing detachment from ordinary human concerns. As his body 

becomes more worm-like over the millennia, Leto experiences a corresponding psychological 

transformation, with his consciousness expanding to encompass thousands of ancestral memories 

while simultaneously becoming more alien to his human subjects. This alienation is both physical 

and psychological, as he becomes an increasingly monstrous figure in the eyes of those he rules, even 

while he maintains that his actions are for humanity’s benefit. 

Through these actions, Leto implements his Golden Path – a utopian, albeit tyrannical, strategy aimed 

at reshaping human evolution for the species’ ultimate survival. The Golden Path represents Leto’s 

solution to the existential threat he perceived through his prescience: humanity’s potential extinction 

 
24 J. Batt – A. Almon – T. Vial, The Evolving Light. The Transformation of Christianity in Deep Space Travel, in E. M. 
Mazur – S. M. Taylor (eds.), Religion and Outer Space, Routledge, London 2023, pp. 101-113. 
25 The Mahdi is a messianic figure in Fremen mythology, prophesied to lead the people to freedom and transform Arrakis 
into a paradise. The Fremen are the primary ethnic group inhabiting Dune/Arrakis, the desert planet central to Herbert’s 
saga. The term Mahdi is borrowed from Islamic eschatology, where it designates a prophesied redeemer who will bring 
justice and restore true religion before the end of days. Herbert reworks this concept to explore themes of religious ma-
nipulation, political power, and ecological transformation. 
26 A term that can be translated as “he who shortens the way”. As the Kwisatz Haderach, Paul possessed the ability to 
access ancestral memories of both male and female lineages and see potential futures, giving him unprecedented prescient 
abilities. 
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due to stagnation and predictability. With an absolutism akin to the one rewired from the Hobbesian 

sovereign27, as Leiby explains, he leverages 

religion as a tool to help him rule. The Imperium under his reign is close to a pure form 

of totalitarianism. Real-life regimes built on those lines rarely last longer than the lives 

of the dictators that lead them, ending up isolated and worn down by external pressure 

much sooner than their propaganda promises. Yet with a vastly increased lifespan and 

actual (rather than only figurative) superhuman power, Leto is able to maintain peace 

for thousands of years28 

The comparison to a Hobbesian sovereign is particularly apt, as Leto embodies the absolute authority 

that Hobbes deemed necessary for social stability. However, unlike Hobbes’s mortal sovereign, 

Leto’s near-immortality allows him to maintain this authority for millennia, creating a stable – if 

oppressive – social order that spans countless generations. Leto and his supporters 

try, as far as possible, to suppress the development and spread of new ideas, ensuring 

that history unfolds in line with the ‘Golden Path.’ He keeps the society of each planet 

closed, depriving people of interplanetary travel, competition, and conflict29 

This cultural and social stagnation is deliberately imposed, forming a counterintuitive strategy where 

regression is used as a tool for eventual progress. By restricting human development in the short term, 

imposing a period of enforced peace and controlled breeding programs of the nobility, Leto aims to 

create the conditions for an explosive diversification once his control is removed. 

As the God Emperor, Leto achieves a form of divinity through biological and spiritual transcendence, 

rather than external recognition. His status as God Emperor thus represents a complex exploration of 

 
27 R. S. Leiby, Why Settle for Hobbes’s Sovereign When You Could Have a God Emperor?, in K. S. Decker (ed.), Dune 
and Philosophy, Wiley Blackwell, Hoboken 2023, pp. 221-228. 
28 J. R. M. Wakefield, The God Emperor and the Tyrant, in K. S. Decker (ed.), Dune and Philosophy, Wiley Blackwell, 
Hoboken 2023, p. 208. 
29 Ibidem. 
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posthuman governance, where his transcendence of human limitations enables a form of benevolent 

tyranny justified by foresight unavailable to his subjects. His rule challenges traditional notions of 

political legitimacy, raising fundamental questions about whether the ends (humanity’s long-term 

survival) justify the means (millennia of oppression). His transformation embodies the central tension 

of posthumanism: as he becomes more than human, he simultaneously becomes less recognizably 

human, creating a divide between ruler and ruled that cannot be bridged through conventional 

political means. 

Transhumanism and Posthumanism between Myth and Machinery 

Transhumanism as the enhancement of human abilities through technology is a central theme in both 

Warhammer 40k and Dune narrative universes. In Warhammer 40k, it mainly manifests through 

cybernetic enhancements, genetic modifications, and bioengineering, exemplified by the Space 

Marines. This mechanistic approach to human enhancement reveals a distinctly technological 

interpretation of transhumanism, where the biological is gradually replaced by the mechanical in 

pursuit of greater durability, efficiency, and knowledge retention. The Adeptus Mechanicus represents 

an extreme version of this philosophy, where humanity’s evolution is measured by progressive 

mechanical augmentation, culminating in an ideal state where consciousness exists primarily within 

machine forms. This vision of transhumanism emphasizes functionality over humanity, viewing 

biological existence as merely a transitional phase in human development. In Dune, transhumanist 

instances are less recognizable and are primarily explored through the metaphor of melange, or spice. 

This substance, harvested exclusively on the planet Arrakis, extends life, enhances cognition, and 

grants prescience, fundamentally shaping the universe’s power structures. The Bene Gesserit, 

Mentats, Guild Navigators and the Great Houses all leverage spice to push the boundaries of human 

potential, but unlike the mechanical augmentations of Warhammer 40k, enhancement in Dune comes 

through biological and cognitive adaptation to substances, representing a more organic approach to 

transcending human limitations. The Bene Gesserit’s selective breeding program, spanning thousands 

of years, represents the other main face of transhumanism in Dune – a eugenic approach to human 

enhancement that aims to produce the Kwisatz Haderach. 

In contrast to transhumanism’s focus on enhancing human capabilities, posthumanism critically 

examines the very concept of human, questioning the physical, moral and ethical boundaries between 
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humans, machines and other life forms, and challenging our understanding of consciousness and 

identity. The Emperor of Mankind in Warhammer 40k embodies these post-human dilemmas: his 

transformation from transhuman leader to living corpse sitting on the Golden Throne, sustained by 

arcane technology and constant sacrifice, represents a failure to reconcile human nature with divine 

ambition. 

The Emperor’s condition can be understood as a tragic form of posthumanism, where the attempt to 

transcend human limitations results not in transcendence but in a state of dependency and decay. His 

consciousness, while powerful enough to maintain a psychic beacon across the galaxy, is trapped 

within a failing physical form that requires constant technological support and human sacrifice to 

sustain. This paradoxical existence – more than human in power yet less than human in agency – 

illustrates the potential pitfalls of posthuman aspirations when they fail to account for the 

interdependence of mind, body, and society. Leto II embodies a more extreme form of posthumanism. 

His merger with a sandworm creates a being that transcends human biology, granting him 

unprecedented perception of time and space. His posthumanism is consciously embraced rather than 

reluctantly accepted: unlike the Emperor of Mankind, whose state is a consequence of near-fatal 

injuries, Leto chooses his transformation with full awareness of its consequences. This agency in 

transcending humanity represents a different philosophical stance on posthumanism – one where 

becoming more than human is seen as necessary for addressing challenges beyond human capacity. 

Leto’s transformation gives him the longevity and prescience needed to implement the Golden Path, 

but at the cost of his own humanity and connection to those he seeks to protect. Viewed as both savior 

and tyrant, his extreme isolation and the duality of his nature highlight the profound consequences of 

moving beyond the human condition. Both God Emperors thus represent failed integrations of human 

and posthuman states, albeit in different ways. The comparative analysis of these two figures reveals 

different attitudes toward posthuman evolution. In Warhammer 40k, the posthuman is portrayed as 

inherently unstable and dependent on constant sacrifice to maintain – a bleak vision where 

transcendence comes at an unsustainable cost. The Imperium’s stagnation under the Emperor’s rule 

suggests that posthuman leadership, rather than advancing civilization, may trap it in cycles of 

dependency and decay. Dune presents a more complex view, suggesting that posthuman evolution 

might be necessary for species survival but requires a willingness to embrace radical alienation from 

humanity. Leto’s Golden Path ultimately aims to free humanity from dependence on posthuman 
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leaders, ironically using his own posthuman powers to create conditions where such beings are no 

longer necessary. 

The mythologization of God Emperors in both works highlights how ideology can control societies. 

Leto’s deliberate religious manipulation in Dune contrasts with the Emperor’s unintended deification 

in Warhammer 40k, showcasing diverse dynamics between power and belief. In Warhammer 40k, 

the Emperor becomes a god against his original intentions, with the Imperial Cult transforming his 

secular vision into a theocratic reality that maintains order through religious devotion. This unplanned 

deification serves as a critique of how religious institutions can appropriate and transform historical 

figures to serve institutional needs, regardless of those figures’ actual beliefs. Leto, conversely, 

consciously constructs religious narratives around himself, using myth and ritual as tools for social 

control. His manipulation of religious symbolism is calculated to maintain his authority and guide 

humanity along the Golden Path. This deliberate mythologization represents a more cynical view of 

religion as a political tool, where divine status is claimed rather than attributed. Both narratives 

ultimately question whether posthuman entities can govern human societies without resorting to 

religious frameworks that place them in divine roles. Their God Emperors serve as thought 

experiments in posthuman leadership, illustrating both the allure and the dangers of concentrating 

power in beings whose experience and capabilities place them beyond the comprehension of those 

they rule. Moreover, the God Emperor archetype and the reliance of these narratives on divine or 

quasi-divine status reveals a potential limitation in posthuman governance: as leaders transcend 

human limitations, conventional political legitimacy becomes insufficient to justify their rule, 

necessitating religious or ideological structures that position them as more than merely powerful 

humans.  

This specific archetype has exerted considerable influence on contemporary science fiction and 

popular culture and is particularly evident in contemporary adaptations of some other classic sci-fi 

universes. A striking example is Foundation30 Apple TV’s adaptation of Isaac Asimov’s Foundation 

cycle31. In the series, there is a significant variation from the novels: the Galactic Empire is ruled by 

a genetic dynasty, the three clones of Cleon I, who are raised at different ages, systematically and 

 
30 D. S. Goyer – J. Friedman (creators), Foundation, Apple TV+, USA 2021–. 
31 I. Asimov, Foundation (7 vols.), Gnome Press / Doubleday / Bantam Books, New York 1951–1993. 
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continuously replaced as one of them dies, and referred to as Dawn, Day, and Dusk. These characters 

represent a distorted, albeit in decline, version of the God Emperor archetype: even in the Foundation 

TV series, the genetic dynasty is worshipped religiously, and heresy against them is considered 

blasphemy. The collapse of the Galactic Empire is metaphorically tied to the genetic corruption of 

the Cleons, whose genes during the series are altered through sabotage. This opens the narrative to 

another notable deviation from the original texts: the introduction of the true immortal being in the 

story – another form of God Emperor, though hidden from public view – Demerzel, or R. Daneel 

Olivaw. As the last surviving android from the ancient Robot Wars, Demerzel manipulates events to 

ensure humanity’s survival, much like the Golden Path in Herbert’s works. 

This adaptation of Foundation demonstrates how the God Emperor trope has evolved to incorporate 

themes of genetic engineering, cloning, and artificial intelligence – aspects that build upon the 

transhumanist and posthumanist themes central to both Dune and Warhammer 40k. The Cleonic 

Dynasty represents a more technologically focused approach to extending rule through identical 

genetic copies, while Demerzel/Daneel Olivaw embodies the hidden immortal manipulator, similar 

to Leto II but in artificial form. This reinterpretation shows how contemporary media continues to 

grapple with questions of extended rule, the ethics of manipulating humanity’s development, and the 

nature of leadership that transcends normal human limitations. 

The Messiah of MAGA: Trump and the God-Emperor Figure 

The cultural impact of these God Emperor figures extends beyond fiction into contemporary political 

discourse. A representative instance is the appropriation of Warhammer 40k’s Emperor of Mankind 

imagery in American political memes. Supporters of Donald Trump have frequently superimposed 

his face onto depictions of the Emperor, drawing parallels between Trump’s populist appeal and the 

Emperor’s absolute authority. This visual rhetoric attempts to cast Trump as a quasi-divine leader, 

echoing themes of unwavering loyalty and cultural unity present in the Warhammer 40k universe. 

The representation of Trump as the God Emperor originated primarily during the 2016 elections from 

online alt-right communities such as 4chan32 and Reddit’s r/The_Donald33 that appropriated 

 
32 https://www.4chan.org 
33 https://www.reddit.com/r/The_Donald banned from Reddit since June 29, 2020, and later moved to https://communi-
ties.win/c/TheDonald 
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Warhammer 40k iconography to amplify the idea of Trump as an invincible leader drawing upon the 

fervent support seen in Trump’s MAGA movement, and likening it to the mythic devotion demanded 

by the Emperor of Mankind34. The adoption of this imagery serves multiple rhetorical functions: it 

elevates Trump beyond a conventional political figure to a transcendent leader whose authority 

derives from a quasi-mystical mandate to "save" civilization; it invokes the totalitarian aspects of the 

Imperium of Man, suggesting absolute rule and suppression of dissent as necessary during crisis; and 

it creates a sense of insider community among Trump supporters who understand the reference, 

fostering group cohesion through shared cultural knowledge. Many creators maintain plausible 

deniability, claiming the images are merely humorous rather than serious political statements. 

However, as Hodge & Hallgrimsdottir note: 

While some might dismiss such images as examples of ironic humor, others see irony 

as a powerful tool for alt-right recruitment. As some scholars have pointed out, irony 

allows users to cloak their recruitment behind the expression ‘it’s just a joke’; if an 

audience is receptive to the image’s intent, then they show themselves to be amenable 

to recruitment, while hostility can be diverted by claiming the poster was merely 

‘trolling’ as a joke35 

This strategic ambiguity allows extremist ideas to circulate under humor’s guise, making it difficult 

to distinguish between genuine political advocacy and satirical exaggeration. Conversely, some 

critics have responded by creating memes depicting Trump as Leto II from Dune, the God Emperor 

transformed into a human-sandworm hybrid36. This comparison implies a critique of perceived 

tyrannical tendencies and the dangers of concentrated power. Just as Leto II’s reign featured 

 
34 L. C. S. Way, Trump, memes and the Alt-right: Emotive and affective criticism and praise, in «Russian Journal of 
Linguistics», 25/3, 2021, pp. 789-809; H. Willenbrink, The God Emperor and the Infinite Scroll, in J. M. Brandon – K. 
M. Searles (eds.), Performing for the Don. Theatres of Faith in the Trump Era, Routledge, London 2023. 
35 E. Hodge – H. Hallgrimsdottir, Networks of Hate: The Alt-right, "Troll Culture", and the Cultural Geography of Social 
Movement Spaces Online, in «Journal of Borderlands Studies», 35/4, 2020, p. 570. 
36 u/PerfectingPaine, God Emperor Trump, if he had his way, in «Reddit», r/PoliticalHumor, December 16, 
2019, www.reddit.com/r/PoliticalHumor/comments/ec5axs/ (last accessed: April 18, 2025); u/PerfectingPaine, People re-
fer to Trump as the God Emperor from Warhammer. This is how I see him, in «Reddit», r/Dune, December 16, 2015, 
www.reddit.com/r/dune/comments/4i3tq8/ (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 
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inscrutable decisions and sometimes erratic actions, Trump’s tenure was characterized by volatility 

and impulsiveness, inspiring both devoted followers and fierce detractors.  

The God Emperor imagery of Trump was also highlighted by news outlets37 and most notably 

internationally in the 2019 Carnival of Viareggio in Italy, traditionally a venue for satirical 

commentary on politics and society, where artist Fabrizio Galli presented a giant papier-mâché 

sculpture titled Il Pa-Drone (The Master-Drone). This float depicted Trump in elaborate golden 

armor as Warhammer 40k’s Emperor, complete with a sword inscribed Dazi Vostri38 surrounded by 

blue birds, the former logo of Twitter. Pointing out Trump’s goals of Mars colonization and the 

creation of the United States Space Force, Galli stated that politics had abandoned intellectualism in 

favor of «fantasy» and «virtual life»39. Galli’s statement highlights a key aspect of the God Emperor 

appropriation: the merging of political reality with fictional narratives offering simplified visions of 

power and authority. The sword inscription specifically referenced Trump’s aggressive trade policies, 

particularly his implementation of tariffs against various countries. 

The juxtaposition of Twitter’s blue birds with God Emperor imagery connected Trump’s governance 

style with his use of social media as a direct communication channel to supporters, bypassing 

traditional media – a strategy echoing how the Emperor of Mankind’s image maintains direct spiritual 

connections with subjects across the galaxy. 

This phenomenon underscores how science fiction narratives can shape public understanding of 

political power and provide frameworks for critiquing or glorifying real-world leaders. The 

appropriation of this imagery reveals broader cultural anxieties about leadership in complex, crisis-

prone times. The God Emperor archetype – a being with superhuman foresight guiding humanity 

through existential threats – speaks to desires for stability and protection in an era marked by climate 

change, pandemic, economic uncertainty, and geopolitical tension. The willingness of some segments 

 
37 J. Butler, Trump as God Emperor, in «National Review», January 24, 2021,https://www.nationalre-
view.com/2021/01/trump-as-god-emperor/ (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 
38 The direct translation of your taxes in Italian but also a play on dazi, meaning tariffs, and the phrase cazzi vostri, roughly 
your problems. 
39 F. Galli, Il Trump Gigante di Fabrizio Galli cattura gli occhi di tutto il mondo, in «fabriziogalli.it», 
[s.d.], https://www.fabriziogalli.it/news/news-det.asp?news_id=7  (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 

https://www.fabriziogalli.it/news/news-det.asp?news_id=7
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of the population40 and media41 to embrace quasi-religious devotion to political figures42 reflects a 

yearning for certainty and direction that conventional democratic processes, with their inherent 

compromises and incremental changes, may seem unable to provide. The ambivalence embedded in 

both Dune and Warhammer 40k toward their God Emperor figures – portrayed as simultaneously 

necessary and problematic – allows these references to function as vehicles for complex political 

commentary that goes beyond simple endorsement or rejection of leaders or policies. As political 

discourse increasingly incorporates references to popular culture, the God Emperor archetype offers 

a rich metaphorical resource for discussions about power, authority, and the relationship between 

leaders and followers. 

Conclusion 

This analysis of Leto Atreides II and the Emperor of Mankind demonstrated science fiction’s 

engagement with the God Emperor archetype: their divergent paths reveal contrasting views on 

governance, technology’s role, and godlike authority ethics. Furthermore, the two characters serve as 

lenses to examine human enhancement and concentrated power, offering cautionary tales relevant to 

current technological, political, and cultural debates. The comparative study reveals several key 

insights. First, both figures represent failed transhumanist integrations. The Emperor’s entrapment on 

the Golden Throne illustrates technological dependency dangers, where enhancement leads to 

perpetual sacrifice and stagnation – a warning about pursuing immortality without considering long-

term sustainability. Leto II’s transformation similarly results in alienation and humanity’s erosion, 

suggesting that transcending human limitations may cost connection with those such power should 

serve. Second, both narratives explore posthuman tensions. The vast differences in capability, 

lifespan, and perception between posthuman rulers and human subjects create fundamental challenges 

for establishing legitimate authority. Both Emperors rely on religious frameworks to justify their rule, 

suggesting conventional political legitimacy becomes insufficient when rulers transcend normal 

 
40 A. Maqbool, ’Anointed by God’: The Christians who see Trump as their saviour, in «BBC News», 17 novembre 
2024, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c20g1zvgj4do (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 
41 W. Neal, Fox’s Charlie Hurt Observes Passover With Mike Huckabee by Calling Trump ‘Modern Moses’, in «The Daily 
Beast», 13 aprile 2025, https://www.thedailybeast.com/foxs-charlie-hurt-observes-passover-with-mike-huckabee-by-
calling-trump-modern-moses/ (last accessed: April 18, 2025). 
42 M. Faggioli, Da Dio a Trump, Morcelliana, Brescia 2022. 
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human limitations. This has profound implications for discussions about enhanced humans or 

artificial intelligence in authority positions, raising questions about establishing legitimate 

relationships with unenhanced populations. Third, the mythologization of these God Emperors 

highlights narrative’s powerful role in shaping social and political realities. The Emperor’s 

unintended deification by the Ecclesiarchy demonstrates how institutions transform historical figures 

to serve their purposes, while Leto II’s conscious manipulation of religious symbolism illustrates 

myth as a governance tool. These dynamics resonate with contemporary political discourse, where 

competing leadership narratives shape public perception. The grassroot appropriation of God 

Emperor imagery in modern political contexts, particularly around Donald Trump, shows how these 

archetypes continue influencing our understanding of power and authority. 

Both Dune and Warhammer 40k present futures where humanity spans the stars yet remains trapped 

in conflict and authoritarian rule cycles. These narratives’ enduring popularity suggests they resonate 

with deep-seated cultural anxieties about humanity’s future and the dangers of concentrating power 

in change-resistant systems in an increasingly complex technological landscape. As artificial 

intelligence, biotechnology, and digital communication transform society, questions about 

humanity’s nature, enhancement ethics, and power structures become increasingly relevant, and Dune 

and Warhammer 40k’s lessons remain pertinent. Their God Emperors remind us of both the allure 

and dangers of seeking technological solutions to fundamentally human problems, suggesting that 

true progress requires not just advanced technology or powerful leadership but thoughtful 

consideration of how such developments affect the full spectrum of human experience and social 

relations. 

  



 

 176 

PHYLOSOPHY AND COMMUNICATION

ONLINE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY 
WITH PEER REVIEW 

WWW.METABASIS.IT 

May 2025 year XX n. 39 

 

 
Sesto San Giovanni (MI) 
via Monfalcone, 17/19 
 

 

& AlboVersorio Edizioni  
di Ass. NonsoloSophia 
nonsolosophia@gmail.com 
 
 
© Metábasis.it, rivista semestrale di filosofia e comunicazione.  
Autorizzazione del Tribunale di Varese n. 893 del 23/02/2006. 
ISSN 1828-1567 
 
 
 

 Quest’opera è stata rilasciata sotto la licenza Creative Commons Attribuzione- 
NonCommerciale-NoOpereDerivate 2.5 Italy. Per leggere una copia della licenza visita il sito web 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/it/ o spedisci una lettera a Creative Commons, 559 Nathan 
Abbott Way, Stanford, California 94305, USA. 

SOME RIGHTS RESERVED
CC


	God-Emperor, Transhumanism, Science fiction, Political imagery, Totalitarianism

